This paper focuses on some organizational and social aspects of the International Office of the Future (lOF). In particular, it proposes an action learning model that could be used to prepare present generation office workers for the dynamic, complex, and turbulent IOF.
INTRODUCTION
What is the nature of the International Office of the Future (IOF)? How would it affect the workplace and how should we prepare current generation office workers for it? To help answer these and other related questions, the IFIP WGS.4 working conference, The International Office of the Future: Studies in Practice, has chosen the following three themes as focal points for the multi-site conferences in September 1997: (a) Technology, (b) Business Processes and (c) Organizational, Cultural and Social Aspects. It is expected that each theme will be addressed at one of the three sites serving as major hubs: Tuscon, Arizona, U.S.A. (Technology), Delft, The Netherlands (Business Processes), and Perth, Australia (Organizational, Culture and Social Aspects). This and many other similar events like it are scheduled to be staged in the near future and these events require our immediate attention if the form and shape of the IOF are to be unravelled in a coherent and humane manner. This paper focuses on some organizational and social aspects of the IOF. In particular, it proposes action learning as an approach to prepare present generation office workers for the IOF.
This paper is organized as follows. The first section summarizes some organizational and social aspects of the IOF relevant to this discussion. The summary is based on the book The International Office of the Future: A Problem Analysis . The second section describes action learning and its relevance for the IOF. The third section proposes an action learning model to the IOF. The final section describes how action learning could be used to prepare present generation office workers for the dynamic, complex, and turbulent IOF.
ORGANIZATIONAL AND SOCIAL ASPECTS OF THE IOF
The International Office of the Future: A Problem Analysis identifies a number of organizational and social aspects of the IOF relevant to this discussion. One message is clear: no matter what form the IOF infrastructure may finally take, the IOF will be a dynamic, complex and turbulent environment. have identified two basic organizational processes that need to be dealt with if the IOF is to be successful in this environment. These are: 1. to cope with the increasing complexity and turbulence (and with the resulting increase of unstructured tasks), organizations must adopt a dynamic, networked structure that allows them to get the most out of the knowledge and skills of its members ... 2. to cope with the increasing hostility, organizations must adopt a process of 'ongoing improvement' ... which means that they must create the appropriate culture and maintain this process, using short term gains as positive reinforcement to keep going and reap the long-term gains (p. 9).
Even though little is known about the exact nature of these 'coping' processes -as "it proves to be particularly difficult to predict how new technology will affect organizations, and also when this impact will actually take place" ; p. 7) -present generation office workers could increase their understanding by examining a number of possible IOF scenarios. (citing Applegate 1988; Huber and McDaniel, 1986; DeLisi, 1980; and Charan, 1991) describe the IOF as a 'cluster organization' with a flat, flexible, dynamic, and networked structure. Dual structures will be put in place to manage structured and unstructured work and the latter is expected to have a dominating influence on the future workplace. Problem solving and decision making will be done by ad hoc project teams. These teams will be made up of individuals from several cultural and national backgrounds, with each team member choosing their preferred location and time of work.
A number of groupware tools could be used to support the various types of workgroups in the IOF. These products are designed to enhance, among other things, workflow automation, office conferencing and communications, information filtering, shared calendaring, electronic meeting support, and videoconferencing (Traunmuller, 1995) .
Given these possible technological and organizational scenarios for the IOF, what could be expected of the International Workers of the Future (IWOF)? One writer, Jacques (1995) , expects the IWOF to be "a proactive problem solver, a self-managing team player, an abstract conceptualizer and a life-long learner" and since long-term employment is going to be a thing of the past, the IWOF is also expected to have a "mobile bundle of employable assets" (p. 20) . This means that as well as being a subject-matter expert, the IWOF is also expected to be a 'process-oriented' worker with skills and knowledge that are easily transferable to, and applicable in, various unstructured tasks that might occur in different places, times, and cultures. As a member of various ad hoc computer-supported cooperative teams, the IWOF is expected to be able to coordinate and synchronize work, to collaborate with team members from diverse cultural backgrounds and opinions, and to make collective decisions and negotiations based on mutual trust (Traunmuller, 1995) .
In summary, the IOF has been identified as a dynamic, complex, and turbulent environment in which workers are expected to adopt a flexible, collaborative, and openminded approach to their work. Because very little is known about the exact nature and timing of the impact that technological infrastructure may have on the organization, workers are also encouraged to find out what 'works' and what doesn't as they proceed with life in the IOF. Specifically, they are asked "to create a suitable environment with incentives for spotting problems and opportunities and finding creative solutions" p. 14) . The next section describes action learning and advocates its potential for developing the 'creative problem-solving' environment as described in the previous sentence.
THE NATURE OF ACTION LEARNING
The previous section describes a number of scenarios for the IOF. Given these scenarios, how do we assist present generation office workers (pGOW) to understand and prepare for the IOF? Perhaps a starting point is to acknowledge and take on board the suggestion given by . They say that, in the dynamic, complex and turbulent IOF, the "office workers will more often have to define procedures as they proceed '" " (p. 6). This suggested approach aptly describes how PGOW can use action learning as a means of coping with the dynamic and turbulent workplace conditions of the IOF. The term action learning was coined by Revans (1982) to describe the process in which groups of people work on real organizational issues and come up with practical solutions that may require changes to be made in the organization. Revans's original equation and concept for learning -L = P + Q (ie. learning equals programmed knowledge plus questioning insight) -have now been extended and applied in management education (MacNamara, 1982; Margerison, 1988; McGill et al., 1989) , information systems education (Avison, 1989; Jessup and Egbert. forthcoming) , and organisational development (Ramirez, 1983; Gregory, 1994) .
In these contexts, action learning is both a learning and group problem-solving process in which people work on real issues and problems with the emphasis on self development and learning by doing. This group, known as the action learning 'set', meets regularly and provides the supportive and challenging environment in which members are encouraged to learn from experience, share that experience, listen to criticism and advice, implement that advice, and with group members review the action taken and the lessons learned (Margerison, 1988) . In other words, both action and reflection-on-action (Schon, 1983) are essential processes in this approach to group problem-solving of real 'live' workplace issues. Associated with action learning is the notions of single-loop and double-loop learning (Argyris and Schon, 1974) . In single-loop learning, "we learn to maintain the field of constancy by learning to design actions that satisfy an existing governing variable" and in double-loop learning, we examine the underlying assumptions for the actions and therefore "learn to change the field of constancy itself ' (p. 19) .
Action learning is closely linked to action research. Cunningham (1993) describes action research as "a spectrum of activities that focus on research, planning, theorising, learning, and development ... a continuous process of research and learning in the researcher's long term relationship with a problem" (p. 4). By contrast, Carr and Kemmis (1986) Zuber-Skerritt (1991) describes the relationship between action learning and action research. She says that action learning "is a basic concept of action research" (p. 214) and that action research is based on the "fundamental concepts of action learning, adult learning and holistic dialectical thinking" (p. 88).
Action learning provides a useful framework for the PGOW who are in the process of unravelling the nature and complexity of the IOF. Firstly, action learning focuses on tackling 'real life' organizational issues. Secondly, action learning promotes working and problemsolving in collaborative groups. The scenarios described in an earlier section suggest that the IWOFs need to be effective members of many ad hoc computer-supported cooperative teams. Action learning has the potential to prepare the PGOW for this. Thirdly, action learning is inherently a dynamic and adaptive process that promotes, among other things, 'ongoing improvement'. This process fits in with the notion that the IWOF will have to define procedures and find out what works and what does not. Finally, action learning is 'process oriented' and encourages the transferability of skills and knowledge between situations where tasks are unstructured. The nature of action learning and its potential for preparing the CGOW for the requirements of the IOF is therefore worth further examination. Ramirez (1983) suggests that action learning is suited to organisations undergoing change in a turbulent environment while they are experiencing conditions of uncertainty and unpredictability because "action learning provides a 'how' that enables organizations continually and effectively to adapt the expectations upon which they base their strategies to the complex, rapidly changing outcomes that they face in turbulence" (p. 727).
The next section describes a proposed model of action learning and how it could be applied in the IOF. In particular, a scenario to prepare PGOW to be facilitators of 'distributed meetings' will be used to illustrate this model.
A PROPOSED MODEL OF ACTION LEARNING IN THE IOF
The proposed action learning model is based on the principles of 'collaborative group learning', 'commitment to improving workplace practice' (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988) , and 'learning from experience' (Boud, 1993) . The model provides the following guidelines for the planning, design, and implementation of action learning projects by PGOW in their preparation for the IOF:
• PGOW are encouraged to learn in groups and to use the learning groups to: work and gather data on real life issues and problems associated with working in the IOF, reflect and improve on their workplace practice by the appropriate incorporation of groupware tools, interlink their action and reflection, and discuss their action and reflection with others.
• PGOW are encouraged to learn from experience and to:
use the experience as a foundation of and a stimulus for further learning, discuss their prior experience and to recognize the effects and influence of prior experience on their learning, use the knowledge, skills, and experience of other group members as resources for their own learning, gain new experiences by testing new techniques and actions, and invite group members to provide feedback, taking that feedback and implementing it, and reviewing with those members the action taken and the lessons learned. While carrying out each action learning project, the action research spiral of planning, acting, observing, and reflecting (Figure 1 ) can be used to guide actual workplace learning and research (Zuber-Skerritt. 1995).
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Plan
Act This spiral, which is based on the work of Lewin (1948) , indicates that a group of PGOW could seek out workplace issues (current or potential) that may have implications for the IOF and analyse and plan the first step for improvement, and devise ways of keeping a record of their collective experience and of monitoring their progress. As this first step is implemented, the PGOW will observe and reflect on their actions and share their findings with each other. Findings are then evaluated and appropriate suggestions for change are accepted and implemented before the next cycle of action learning activities begins. This 'ongoing improvement' cycle is continuous, allowing the PGOW to find out what works and what does not and to adapt their actions as the nature of the IOF unfolds. This author has been using action learning and experientialleaming approaches in training and accrediting facilitators for electronic meetings ; Yoong, 1995(b» and has found an effective method for determining what works and what does not in the facilitation of electronic meetings. The method was particularly useful because, when the action learning projects were initiated, very little was known of GSS facilitation and what it takes to be a facilitator of electronic meetings. A body of professional skills and knowledge has now been developed and improvements of these skills are continually sought. To further these improvements, a network of GSS facilitators meets regularly to discuss and to exchange common experiences and to try out more effective ways of facilitating electronic meetings. The accumulated skills and knowledge are then passed on to the next generation of GSS facilitators (Yoong, 1995(b». In the next section, the scenario of PGOW learning to facilitate distributed meetings is chosen as a potential issue for the IOF, one for which creative solutions are required.
LEARNING TO FACILITATE DISTRIBUTED MEETINGS: AN ACTION LEARNING APPROACH
Literature on distributed meetings and their facilitation has been appearing in IS publications for a few years (for example, Dubs and Hayne, 1992; Niederman et al., 1993; Fellers et al., 1995; Knool and Jarvenpaa, 1995; Whitworth, 1995; Maaranen, 1995) Planning (the following set of steps are not in a sequential order) 1. You and your peers have met to explore and analyse the problem. As a result of this discussion, your peer group has decided that the action leaming model is an appropriate approach to solve the organizational problem. Your group has also decided to stay local and use only HO personnel for the first action leaming cycle. This is because GroupSysterns is already available and also because there are experienced GSS facilitators in RO. You also want a quick result. You then plan the next series of learning cycles so that personnel from a selected overseas branches can be involved. The final make up of the project team includes three of the experienced GSS facilitators and three other participants from RO. These six members are selected to ensure a mixture of people from different business units, cultural backgrounds, and levels of experience with group facilitation and with the use of various groupware tools. 2. The project team then decides to deal with a 'real life' organizational issue and choose the planning of the next bi-annual company conference of middle and senior management groups. This is appropriate as the next action learning cycle can include some of the people who will be actually planning for the conference. 3. The project team also decides on the following ground rules: (a) each member must complete at least two learning cycles before their or his or her continuing involvement is discussed, (b) each member must enter an electronic journal after each meeting or learning activity, (c) the journal's data must include the member's description of the experience, his or her reflection on that experience, and anything useful for the group memory, and (d) the data from the electronic journal will be discussed and evaluated during the next scheduled face-toface group meeting.
Acting and Observing
1. Members will take part in the distributed meetings from their preferred location (usually from their own office) and time. GroupSystems V will be used. 2. All members will take a turn at facilitating each meeting. Change overs could be at the completion of agenda items or at the end of 12-hour periods. 3. Each member, whether facilitating or not, will note their own behaviour and their observations of meeting co-ordination, monitoring, interaction, and feedback. The facilitator must also make sure that the time log is printed afterwards. Reflecting 1. After the meeting, each member will enter their portion of the electronic journal and a first draft of the conference plan is completed before the scheduled face-to-face meeting. 2. During this meeting, comments from the electronic journal are read, discussed, and reviewed. Any improvements will be adopted at the next distributed meeting.
The project team's series of distributed meetings will end when the final conference draft is ready to send to the overseas branches. Now the details of the next action learning cycle, including the composition of the international project team, can be planned. The findings from the last action learning cycle and a list of what works and what does not will be included into the plan.
CONCLUSIONS
A model of action learning is proposed to prepare present generation office workers for the IOF. The model, which focuses on 'defining procedures as we go', can be seen as one of many 'coping' processes the IOF would need to formulate to successfully manage the dynamic, complex, and turbulent environment to come. By adopting this action learning approach, the opportunity "to create a suitable environment with incentives for spotting
